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Between the dead body and getting engaged, I was hard-pressed to identify which part of the night would end up being the most memorable.

I glanced down at my fiancé, who had two fingers pressed against the dead man’s neck. Although, to be fair, we hadn’t technically verified the vitality—or lack thereof—of the person in front of us. But nobody alive stayed facedown in the sand when a stranger stuck their fingers against their jugular. On the off chance the man wasn’t dead, he certainly couldn’t boast stellar health.

“Can you find a pulse?” I asked, bending forward to get a closer look at Caleb’s activities.

He didn’t reply, which led me to believe the answer was a resounding no.

I shivered as I peered around. The moonlight breaking through the clouds hadn’t left us in complete darkness, but I still found it difficult to really relax. Standing on the open beach at night with a dead body at my feet made me too aware of my own vulnerability.

After a minute, Caleb stood up and rubbed his fingers against the legs of his pants. When our gazes locked, he shook his head.

My stomach plummeted, and I had to focus on the horizon to steady myself. I hadn’t figured he would magically uncover any vital signs, but I hadn’t completely ruled out the possibility until that moment either.

I darted another peek at the man. Despite how queasy I felt whenever I looked at him, I couldn’t keep my eyes away for very long. “What do you think killed him?” I asked Caleb.

He surveyed the ocean. “Maybe he drowned, then washed ashore.”

“He’s not wet.”

“He could have dried out by now.”

I wondered how long it took a dead body to dry out. It sounded like a bizarre science experiment.

“What would he be doing out this late and all alone?” I said.

“Don’t ask me, Rae Lynn. He might have had a hankering for a late-night swim.”

I eyed the man’s leather loafers, button-down shirt, and slacks. “I don’t think he came out here to swim.”

“Clamming then.”

I arched an eyebrow, not dignifying that ridiculous suggestion with a response.

“Or maybe he went boating and fell overboard,” Caleb said.

My mouth quirked. “And the other people just sped away because rescuing him was too much of a bother?”

“Maybe they didn’t notice.”

I crossed my arms over my chest in a futile attempt to ward off a chill. “It still doesn’t seem right. Wouldn’t they have been tipped off by the splash and diminished headcount? Besides, who would be out on a boat at this time of night?”

“He could have been here for quite a while.”

I didn’t want to think about that. On a clear summer day I doubted a corpse sprawled along the shoreline would have gone undetected since before sundown, but today’s March temperatures and intermittent rain had likely kept most of the sunbathers and swimmers away.

“Why would anyone come out here on a day like today?” I mused aloud.

“We’re out here,” Caleb pointed out.

“But we just came down here for a walk after dinner—an engagement dinner.” And if someone saw us, they’d question why we were out this late hovering next to a dead body.

“Maybe this guy did too.”

“Yeah, and his new fiancée ran off when he croaked.” I knew Caleb was reaching for an explanation neither one of us had, but his presumptions were beginning to irritate me.

Or, rather, this whole unpleasant situation was beginning to irritate me.

Caleb shrugged. “People do weird things all the time.”

I couldn’t argue. In fact, his statement reminded me of the engagement ring he’d slipped on my finger a mere five minutes ago. What had spurred him to purchase something so ugly? He must have been out of his mind.

I glanced at the ring, fantasizing about hurling the hideous thing into the ocean. The silver band was simple enough, except it ended in two cat paws that framed a heart-shaped setting. In the middle sat a giant ruby that would undoubtedly blind me if held anywhere near a decent lightbulb. On top of the heart perched a little crown. Overall, the ring looked better suited as a game token to mark a player’s place around the board.

It would have made an okay gift from a mother to her twelve-year-old, cat-obsessed daughter, but as a token of love from the man I hoped to spend the rest of my life with I found it severely lacking. And what had prompted Caleb to choose a ruby instead of a diamond? It wasn’t even my birthstone, which might make some sense.

I shouldn’t even be thinking about the ring, I mentally scolded myself. I should just be grateful Caleb had rescued me from the painful singles scene of White Sands.

“We should call the police,” Caleb said.

His interruption made me jump. I tore my attention away from my finger to watch him fumble in his pants pocket for his cell phone.

“Okay,” I said, but he wasn’t listening, already focused on pressing the right keys.

“Police,” I heard him say, his voice the same cadence I imagined it had been when he’d called to make our dinner reservation earlier.

I felt a pinch of sympathy as Caleb wandered along the edge of the water, mumbling into his cell phone. When he had played out his proposal in his head, he probably hadn’t envisioned our evening ending like this. I wondered if he felt compelled to act calm for my benefit. Secretly, he could be as freaked out as I was.

As Caleb drifted farther away, I squinted at the stretch of sand behind us and tried to pick up some clue—a beach tote or picnic basket or pirate hat—that would explain this man’s purpose out here. But the empty beach told me nothing. Whoever this guy was, he apparently hadn’t planned to stay long.

I eyed the man again, my churning stomach making me fully aware of how much I’d overeaten less than an hour ago. His height and weight didn’t look noteworthy. And although his slacks and shirt didn’t strike me as appropriate for swimming or boating, they also didn’t provide any clues as to his identity or motive for being on the beach. I couldn’t discern his hair color in the moonlight, but the thin wisps dotting his balding head suggested gray.

Even with only the back of his head to go by, he looked like an older man. He might have even lived at the White Sands Retirement Village where I worked. I could have served him dinner just yesterday.

My gaze strayed farther up the beach, my heart beginning a slow, steady thump against my ribs. With the Village in view from here, it was entirely conceivable I knew this man.

Caleb jogged up to me. “The police are on their way.”

I nodded, unable to think of anything to say.

He wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me close. “I’m sorry things turned out like this.”

I blew a lock of hair away from my eyes. “It’s not your fault.”

He sighed. “I wanted this night to be special.”

I cupped his face, careful not to gouge a crater in his cheek with the giant stone of my engagement ring. “It is,” I assured him. “It’s certainly a night I won’t forget. It’s not every day I see a dead body.”

He frowned, and I realized I’d said the wrong thing. Naturally he wanted me to remember tonight because of his proposal and our promise to spend the rest of our lives together, not the dead man. I couldn’t blame him.

Still, even knowing how slim the odds were of finding love in White Sands, Florida, I figured the odds of stumbling across a corpse on the beach were even slimmer.

I dropped my hands back to my sides. “Do you think we should search him?”

Caleb stiffened. “Search him? You mean for drugs?”

I hadn’t thought about drugs, but I couldn’t rule out the possibility given the circumstances. “Or something that might explain why he’s here in this condition.” I peered past Caleb, my eyes locking on to the body once again. “He doesn’t seem like the type to have . . . washed up.”

Caleb let go of me, slowly spinning around to take in the man himself. “It’s really not our business why he’s here. That’s for the police to determine.”

“I’m going to turn him over, maybe check his pockets,” I said, crouching in the sand before I could change my mind.

“What?” Caleb stammered. “You can’t do that.”

I looked up at him. “Why not?”

His jaw flapped open. “Because he’s dead. You can’t paw through his pockets merely because he can’t protest.”

I turned away, my resolve sending a gush of adrenaline squirting into my bloodstream. “I’m not stealing anything. I just want to see his face or locate some ID. What if I know him?”

Caleb grabbed my arm as I reached for the man’s pants pocket, but I yanked it out of his grasp.

“If the police find out you’ve been touching him, their whole investigation could be compromised,” he said.

His words caused my heart to stop beating for a second. “You think there’s going to be an investigation?”

Caleb dragged a hand through his hair. “I don’t know. If he didn’t die because of his own actions, then someone killed him.”

I hugged my middle as I stood back up. Although the idea had been niggling at me, I hadn’t really thought about someone deliberately harming this man until Caleb had spoken the words aloud.

I examined the body again, this time in search of signs indicative of violence or trauma. I couldn’t see any blood or obvious wounds. Maybe Caleb was right about him and he’d decided on a whim to go swimming late at night—all alone, and fully clothed. Perhaps he’d visited the beach to take a quick walk, and the water had looked so inviting he couldn’t resist.

It didn’t seem right, no matter how I tried to justify it.

And if someone had killed him, his murderer was running free somewhere. Or, the killer could still be standing on this very beach.

My eyes darted up the long stretch of sand. My throat constricted when I saw something move, but I only discerned sea oats swaying in the wind.

The sound of sirens approaching banished some of my unease, yet I couldn’t help but feel dejected over my lost opportunity to search the man. I couldn’t very well have my hand stuck in his pocket as the police drove up.

I would just have to wait for the authorities to identify him.

*  *  *
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“Tell me again what happened, Ms. Dobbs,” the detective said.

“You can call me Rae Lynn,” I offered.

His lip curled back as if I’d requested he address me with a ‘Her Majesty’ and a curtsy. “Tell me again what happened, Ms. Dobbs.”

I suppressed a sigh. “Caleb and I were walking along the beach—”

“Start from the beginning, please,” he interrupted, his eyes narrowed as if I should obviously know the standard operating procedure after my many years of giving police interviews.

“The beginning?” The beginning of time? was what I wanted to ask. My eyes dropped to the big marinara-sauce stain on the top of his gut that was visible between the flaps of his unzipped windbreaker. I pictured the detective being ripped away from his meal when Caleb’s 9-1-1 call came in.

“Start with what led you to the beach,” he instructed sharply.

I forced my gaze upward, hopefully before he noticed my assessment of his outfit. “I already gave a statement to that other officer.”

He swiped the back of his hand over his mouth, only replying after inspecting then wiping the results on his pants leg. “I prefer to hear your version of the events straight from you.”

A bolt of exasperation shot down my spine. Although I would have given anything to be back in my warm apartment instead of freezing on this chilly beach, apparently the members of the White Sands police force found it too difficult to make that a reality by communicating among themselves.

The detective—Detective Scott, I remembered, although I’d secretly nicknamed him Detective Marinara—angled his pen pointedly.

Seeing as how I didn’t have a choice, I relented. “My boyfriend and I left our apartment at seven o’clock to go out to dinner.”

“Your boyfriend would be . . . ?”

I blinked. Either he truly didn’t know the answer—one of the most basic elements of this situation—or he wanted to punish me for interrupting his meal by prolonging this interview for as long as possible.

Scott tapped his foot against the sand as though he had another murder to get to after this one. His demeanor triggered another urge to sigh.

“Caleb Jenkins.” I scanned the beach so I could point him out and banish any lingering confusion.

I spotted him, but my finger stalled. Caleb was talking to another member of White Sands’ esteemed police force, a redhead with a hair color that from this distance and in this lighting looked to be the exact same shade as Detective Scott’s marinara stain. She had one hip jutted toward Caleb, and, rather than burdening herself with note-taking, she’d left her hands free to flick her hair over her shoulder.

Something inside my chest tightened. Although I knew firsthand how rare a find an attractive, unmarried, thirty-something White Sands man was, the interviewing officer hitting on my new fiancé struck me as downright uncouth.

Detective Scott cleared his throat. I snapped my attention back to him, noting that he’d adopted a scowl he hadn’t had before.

I aimed an index finger across the beach. “Caleb is over there, talking to your partner.”

Scott didn’t turn around. “So you left for dinner . . .” he prompted.

I wrenched my thoughts away from Caleb and the redhead. “Right. We left around seven and drove to Sarasota.”

“Sarasota?”

I nodded. “Caleb wanted to go somewhere nice.”

Scott’s forehead furrowed, as though he were evaluating the validity of my story. Finally, he said, “And you ate dinner until what time?”

“About nine.”

Scott eyed me down the bridge of his nose. “That’s quite a long dinner.”

I couldn’t tell if he found that suspicious, or was merely jealous because his own dinner had been cut short. “We ordered dessert,” I told him.

His nose twitched as if he suspected I’d just sassed him.

“Then we paid our bill and left the restaurant,” I hurried on.

Scott rotated his hand in the air, clearly impatient with how long this interview was taking. I viewed that as a good sign. Maybe he’d let me leave soon.

“On the drive back to our apartment, Caleb suggested we take a walk along the shore,” I supplied. “I agreed, and we detoured here.”

One of Scott’s caterpillar eyebrows crawled up his forehead. I bit my lip, hoping Caleb’s spontaneous Tuesday night beach stroll in the cold, damp weather didn’t make him a suspect in the police force’s eyes.

“You realize White Sands has an ordinance against being on the beach past ten o’clock at night,” Scott said.

My heart beat faster. “We weren’t breaking any rules.”

He looked around us. “You’re not on the beach after ten?”

“Well, I am now.” I shoved my hands in my jacket pockets so I wouldn’t be tempted to chew my nails. “But when we started walking it was still before ten. Besides, we really just wanted some fresh air.”

The creases around Scott’s downturned mouth deepened. Maybe getting fresh air after a certain hour was against the law too.

In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if the bad-tempered Scott were hunting for an excuse to arrest me. He would probably prefer to lock me up and resume this interview in the morning so he could return to his meal.

I glanced at Caleb, curious whether he found his interview as painful as I did mine. Judging from the way the redhead had her body doubled over in laughter, I presumed their conversation had nothing to do with this evening’s events.

“Okay,” Scott finally said. “Go on.”

I shifted my weight to my other foot, wishing I could sit. If I suggested as much, he would likely haul me down to the police station and chain me to an interrogation chair. 

“After a few minutes of walking Caleb asked if we could stop,” I said. “At that point, he got down on one knee and asked me to marry him.”

Scott’s pen stalled as if he were debating over whether this part merited documentation.

I lifted my hand up to show him the ring and further authenticate my story. He winced, sending a flush of embarrassment creeping up my cheeks. The ring must be even more unfashionable than I feared if it could elicit such a reaction from someone comfortable wearing a food-stained shirt in public.

“I said yes, obviously.” I let my hand drop to my side. “We kept walking, and a minute later we noticed something on the sand.”

My statement invigorated Scott with new resolve. He scribbled something in his notepad.

I swallowed. “It turned out to be that man.”

“Did you touch him at all?” Scott asked.

“Caleb did,” I said, thankful now that I hadn’t gone through the man’s pockets. What had I been thinking?

Detective Scott’s eyes were slits in the darkness. “You touched the body?”

“Caleb did,” I reiterated. Then, feeling compelled to stick up for my fiancé after emphasizing his role in compromising a potential crime scene, I added, “Just to verify he was dead.”

Scott jotted down something else, his face hard. I wished I could see his notes, although he couldn’t be writing anything too unflattering. When citizens out on a beach stroll typically tripped over a body, didn’t they check for vital signs before phoning the authorities?

“When we couldn’t find a pulse, we called 9-1-1,” I went on. “Then we waited for you guys to show up.”

A raindrop hit me near the eye. I wiped it off my face, using the gesture as an excuse to sneak another peek at Caleb and the redhead. She had her head tilted to the side as she fluffed up a curl.

A physical chill crept into my bones to complement the emotional chill inspired by tonight’s events. I glanced at Scott, hoping the commencing rainstorm encouraged him to curtail his questioning.

Scott hunched forward to shield his notepad from the rain. “Did you notice anything unusual during your beach walk?”

My heart sank. He likely wouldn’t let a monsoon prevent him from torturing me. “No, I didn’t see anything unusual,” I told him.

“You didn’t see anybody else out here?”

“No.” My gaze drifted toward the dead body before I forced my attention back to Scott. “He’s the only person I saw.”

The junior officer, the same one who had first responded to the scene and taken my preliminary statement, jogged up to us. “The team’s here,” he told Scott. When Scott nodded, he rushed off.

Scott turned back to me. “What’s the best time to reach you for further questioning?”

The promise of this interview ending prompted me to perk up some. “You can call the cell phone number I gave you earlier. I work from noon until eight, so mornings work best.”

“Where do you work?”

“The White Sands Retirement Village.” I pointed to the building.

“What do you do there?” His eyebrow quirked as though he couldn’t fathom what I could possibly offer to the fifty-five-plus retirement community.

“I mainly serve dinner. But we’re a small staff, so I also take care of other odd jobs as they come up.”

A loud bang interrupted our exchange. Near the body, several people in matching rain slickers struggled with a couple large portable lights. When the lights flashed on, the shock of the brightness temporarily blinded me.

“I need to direct the newcomers,” Scott told me, “but we’re not finished here.”

“I can wait.” With the immediate threat of his questioning removed, my anxiousness to return home had all but disappeared. The sight of the authorities setting up had reignited my burning curiosity to glimpse the deceased’s face.

Scott lumbered off and joined the three-person crew huddled around the dead man. With my view of the body obscured, I looked toward where Caleb and the other officer stood. Watching the way the redhead bent forward as she scribbled something on a notepad, I had to question whether she’d only submitted to taking notes in order to offer Caleb a view of her cleavage, as hidden as it was in her coat.

She stopped writing and said something to Caleb, who nodded and started ambling in my direction.

“I’m not allowed to leave yet,” he told me.

“Me neither.” I itched to ask if the redhead had requested his number. Although I had passed on my contact information to Detective Scott at the beginning of our interview, the thought of Caleb sharing his own cell phone number left me unsettled.

He took my hand and squeezed it. I squeezed back, banishing thoughts of White Sands police detectives stealing my fiancé away.

“How did your interview go?” Caleb asked.

“Okay.” I opted not to go into specifics where anyone on the force might overhear. “How about you?”

“It was more interesting than I thought it would be,” he said, smiling.

My stomach turned over. But, despite how the ambiguity of his statement made me uneasy, I wasn’t sure I wanted clarification either.

He’d held my hand, I reminded myself. That proved he didn’t mind broadcasting our relationship status to the redhead.

He lifted my hand up to his face. “Where’s your ring?”

“What?”

“Your engagement ring.” Caleb released his grip. “The ring I gave you tonight. Where is it?”

I only then noticed my bare ring finger. “I was wearing it just a second ago,” I told him. “It must have fallen off.”

The brief pinch of relief was followed immediately by guilt. I recalled how I’d entertained the idea of tossing the ring into the ocean, wondering if my cruel thoughts were somehow responsible for my current predicament.

Caleb slanted forward and studied the sand by our feet.

The threat of recovering my ring inspired a lurch of alarm. “We shouldn’t look for it now,” I whispered, tugging on his sleeve.

Caleb’s eyes stopped roving and landed on me. “Why not?”

“Because.” I jerked an elbow toward the activity taking place closer to shore. “It looks disrespectful to search for a ring when there’s a dead man not twenty feet away from us.”

Caleb straightened and hooked his thumbs in his belt loops. “We’ll look for it tomorrow.”

“It’s expected to rain for the next few days.”

“Then we’ll come out here first thing when the sun returns.”

“Okay,” I agreed, unsure now whether I wouldn’t prefer for it to pour until autumn.

“Don’t trample on the sand,” I heard Detective Scott say.

I wondered how Scott expected his colleagues to manage that. Out here on the beach, the sand was the only place to step. Then I thought about me and Caleb galloping along the shoreline after he proposed, our engagement joy spurring us to kick up everything in our path.

I hoped our horsing around wouldn’t come back to haunt us later.

“Ready?” someone shouted.

I refocused as the crew turned the dead man over. When his head flopped sideways and his face fell into view, my heart leapt into my throat and a yelp slipped out of my mouth.

I must have made more noise than I thought because Scott frowned at me over his shoulder.

One of my hands flew to my mouth. The index finger of my other hand inched toward the dead man, but it trembled so badly I doubted anyone could tell what I was pointing at. Detective Scott watched me, his mouth pursed as if he regretted not instructing me to go home earlier.

“I know him,” I blurted out, the blood draining from my head. “It’s Mr. Ralph, from the Village.”
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“Rae Lynn Dobbs.”

I almost dropped the bread plates in my hand when I looked up and spotted the police detective marching down the Village’s main corridor. He pushed past the swinging half-door embedded in the waist-high railing that demarcated the edge of the dining area and headed straight toward me, the female officer right behind him.

“Detective Marin—Scott,” I stammered.

The arrival of the police could only mean one thing: Ralph Brady’s death wasn’t an accident. Of course, I should have figured that out before, when the cops had insisted on interviewing me and Caleb. I’d been too overwhelmed yesterday to question why the authorities would interrogate us about a death of natural causes when Scott obviously would have preferred to spend the night finishing his pasta.

A flashback of Ralph’s head lolling to the side right before I realized I knew him sent bile rising up my esophagus. Who would leave the poor old man in the sand like that?

Detective Scott halted in front of me. His face hadn’t lost any of its sternness from the night before. “Rae Lynn Dobbs, meet my partner, Detective Rainier.”

She smiled. “Nice to meet you.”

The shock of the redhead’s deep, throaty timbre rendered me mute. Based on her hair-fluffing proclivity, I would have pegged her as having more of a lilting, flirty tone.

I could easily picture Caleb falling for a woman with her voice.

“We need to interview the tenants here,” Scott said, capturing my attention again.

I nodded. Naturally they would want to question the Village residents. After all, they were the people who had interacted with Ralph on a daily basis.

“I’ll take you to Yvette Harbor’s office,” I told the officers. “She’s the Village manager.”

“Okay,” Scott said. He looked briskly around as if to question what the holdup was.

I set the bread plates on the table and wiped my palms on my pants, hoping they didn’t notice the nervous gesture. I jerked a thumb behind us, trying to keep it from quivering. “Yvette’s office is this way.”

I led them out of the dining area and down the corridor, hyper-aware of my movements. I could feel Detective Scott’s eyes boring into me, his scrutiny causing every one of my muscles to tense.

“Your hair is wet,” Scott said.

I touched my head. From his accusatory tone, I half expected my fingers to come away coated in blood. “It’s raining.”

“We’re inside,” he replied.

“I don’t have a car, so I walk to work,” I said, my pulse beating faster. I couldn’t explain why I felt as if he’d just caught me doing something illegal.

Scott regarded me sideways. “Don’t you use an umbrella?”

“Yes.” My jumbled brain couldn’t find the words necessary to describe how wind-driven rain sometimes blew at an angle rather than straight down.

“Ms. Dobbs, I ought to remind you the investigation into Mr. Brady’s death is a police matter.”

I blinked, the unnecessary statement leaving me momentarily disoriented. Didn’t he know his mere presence at the Village served as a sufficient reminder?

“I don’t appreciate civilians interfering with an ongoing investigation,” Scott continued.

“I wasn’t,” I said.

His jaw tensed. “There’s sand on your shoes.”

“Sometimes I cut through the beach to get to work.” My head snapped up, the implications of his questioning sinking in. “You think I went back to where we found Mr. Ralph?”

Instead of responding, Scott gazed at me with hard eyes.

“My hair’s wet because I walked to work,” I repeated. “I didn’t return to the beach to poke around for evidence, if that’s what you think.”

I looked at the female officer, who kept her eyes trained straight ahead. Nobody could mistake her as the dominant person in their partnership.

“How long have you worked here?” Scott asked.

The abrupt subject change caused my steps to falter for a second. “Three years now,” I said.

“Have you known Mr. Brady that whole time?”

“Yes, he lived here before I came on board.” Now that Scott had moved on from openly making false accusations, I debated between relaxing and putting my guard up even further. Not knowing his strategy unnerved me. But in case he was trying to trick me into admitting I had motive to kill Ralph, I added, “He was a very nice man.”

Detective Scott grunted, and I could almost hear him thinking that someone apparently didn’t think so.

“I still can’t believe he’s gone,” I added, feeling the need to convey some grief even as I got the sense that babbling on might make me seem more guilty in the police’s eyes.

“People here don’t die very often?” Scott said.

My head whipped sideways. “No, of course not.”

His expression remained flat. “I find that hard to believe, given the population you cater to.”

“Well, this is a retirement home,” I hedged, wishing now I had kept to succinct answers in response to direct questions. “But the residents who pass on tend to do so because of natural means.”

“What makes you believe Mr. Brady didn’t die of natural means?”

“I guess I just assumed, because you’re here.” I paused, trying to make sense of everything that had happened since last night. “Are you saying Mr. Ralph didn’t die from . . . outside forces?”

“You’re very perceptive, Ms. Dobbs.”

I stopped and turned toward him. I didn’t know what he meant, but I didn’t think his response answered my question. And I doubly didn’t think he’d intended the statement as a compliment.

I had to step a bit faster to catch up to the officers, who had continued to plow forward after Scott’s evasive reply had ground me to a halt. Apparently they had zero tolerance for both my curiosity and any delays.

Still, I had too many questions running through my brain not to voice some of them. “Do you think one of the residents might be responsible?” I asked.

“Is there a reason why you ask that?” Scott inquired.

“Oh, gosh no.” I didn’t want to mention that ninety percent of the people Ralph dealt with lived at the Village. Next, Scott might ask me to rank who I thought was most capable of killing a neighbor. “I was just curious.”

“Let me worry about the logistics of this case, Ms. Dobbs,” he said, his voice clipped. “I prefer to handle my own investigations.”

Fortunately, we’d reached our destination. I knocked on Yvette’s door, eager to foist the detectives on someone else.

“Come in,” Yvette barked.

I opened the door and poked my head inside. “Yvette, the—”

“Rae Lynn,” she interjected, standing up behind her desk. Not a single hair slipped out of the omnipresent brunette bun protruding from the back of her skull like a second head. “I need to talk to you.”

“That might have to wait. See—” 

“You know how people keep dying left and right around here?” Yvette barreled on, not one to be interrupted.

My face reddened. “Uh, actually—”

“I know you do. Wasn’t it you who first heard about Trudy Pratchett keeling over? By the way, Ms. Trudy’s daughter in Tennes—” 

“Excuse me,” Scott said, swinging the door open as far as it would go. “I’m Detective Oren Scott of the White Sands Police force.”

Yvette’s words trailed off, her mouth hanging open as she caught sight of the badge he flashed in her face.

“I’m leading the investigation into a suspicious death that occurred yesterday evening,” he continued, flipping his badge wallet closed and shoving it back into his pants pocket.

I surveyed him, wondering why he hadn’t told me that earlier. Or did ‘suspicious death’ and ‘outside forces’ have different meanings to the police? Maybe a suspicious death applied to someone dying on the beach, whereas outside forces described what a retirement-home waitress had to contend with when the homicide investigation began soon afterward.

In fact, Detective Scott’s pompous attitude was beginning to annoy me. Between his insinuations that I had interfered with his investigation and his refusal to share any information, he seemed to believe he had a monopoly on thinking.

Of course, if Yvette’s reaction was any indication of what Scott typically had to deal with, I couldn’t blame him for being mistrustful of anyone’s brain but his own. She was gaping like a fish, her mouth a perfect O. I couldn’t recall ever seeing her rendered speechless before, despite how often I would have welcomed a mute Yvette.

Scott sat in one of the visitor chairs, leaning back and propping one ankle on his knee as if this office belonged to him. “The body of one of your boarders, a Mr. Ralph Brady, turned up on the beach last night. At this point we’re suspecting foul play.”

“Foul play? You mean mur—murder?” Yvette grappled behind her, collapsing into her chair when her hands made contact with the armrests.

“We need to interview the other tenants, determine what they know about this,” Scott said.

Yvette swallowed hard. “You think the residents know something about . . . about a murder?”

I leaned against the doorframe, trying to gauge whether Yvette teetered on the edge of a breakdown. Would her bun finally tumble out of place if she lost it?

But apparently Scott didn’t harbor any concerns over Yvette’s disintegrating mental health. “I understand Mr. Brady lived here,” he said.

Yvette’s mouth twisted. She probably hoped to deny it, I thought, curious whether she would outright lie to two police detectives.

Scott lifted his hand toward me. “Your employee here discovered Mr. Brady last night.”

I froze, my amusement evaporating. I wanted to kick Scott for mentioning my involvement. Although I hadn’t asked to find Ralph’s corpse, Yvette wouldn’t see it that way. Instead, she’d now view me as the source of her current problem.

Sure enough, she raised her eyes to meet mine. Her face looked as though it had been chiseled in stone.

I pushed away from the doorframe and inched back into the corridor. “Perhaps I should escort the detectives around the building,” I suggested, eager to escape before Yvette’s hostility threatened to envelop the entire room. “I’m sure they’re anxious to talk to Mr. Ralph’s friends.”

Yvette blinked, then seemed to snap out of her trance. “No,” she said sharply. She inhaled, her voice softer when she spoke next. “Rae Lynn, please continue with dinner preparations. I’ll discuss the best way to handle this with the officers.”

I nodded, catching sight of Scott’s compressed lips. Given how worked up he’d been over the mere idea that I’d gone back to the beach, I gathered he would appreciate Yvette’s attempt to insert herself into his homicide investigation even less.

But that wasn’t my problem, I reminded myself as I stepped back into the hallway and shut the door behind me. In fact, anything Yvette could do to deflect Detective Scott’s hostile questioning away from me would be welcome.

*  *  *
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“Okay, people, listen up,” Yvette said, pacing in front of us.

I glanced around at my coworkers. Judging from Sebastian’s and Kate’s bored looks, they hadn’t heard about Ralph yet. And although Paul kept his eyes trained on Yvette, from the way he perched on the edge of his seat I figured he was fretting over how an impromptu meeting would throw off his room-cleaning schedule. If he could still worry about his work responsibilities, he probably hadn’t heard the news yet either.

Yvette spun on her heel and resumed her trek toward the far side of her office. “We’ve got a situation here.”

Kate rolled her eyes at me. I couldn’t fault her for her cavalier attitude, wishing I’d had a chance to tell her about Ralph before Yvette had called this emergency meeting. Yvette’s definition of the word ‘situation’ ran the gamut from nuclear warfare to running out of Parmesan cheese. As the manager of a retirement home, her situations more often than not veered toward the latter definition.

Unfortunately, this time I agreed with her. We did have a situation, one that a simple run to the grocery store couldn’t fix.

Yvette stopped pacing and glared at me, presumably over my role in sparking her current predicament. She probably wished I’d dragged Ralph a little closer to the Gulf of Mexico and waited for the tides to whisk him away yesterday instead of notifying the authorities.

“One of our residents lost his life last night,” she said.

Her announcement didn’t elicit much of a reaction. Kate didn’t even blink. Sebastian covered his mouth with one hand as though stifling a yawn. I knew they were envisioning a quiet, peaceful death, the type that resulted from old hearts that eventually ceased beating.

Yvette clasped her hands in front of her. “Someone murdered Mr. Ralph Brady.”

Finally, I sensed an increase in energy. Sebastian’s hand flopped into his lap, revealing his gaping mouth. Kate’s expression cleared of any residual impertinence. Paul’s eyes expanded until they looked on the verge of popping out of his skull and rolling under Yvette’s desk.

“As everyone here knows, the owners haven’t been happy with the Village’s occupancy rates for quite some time now,” Yvette said, resuming her pacing. “Before today we had four of our thirty units vacant. We can only afford three to break even, and with the Ralph situation we’ll now have five.”

I frowned. I’d never heard Yvette name a situation after a specific person before. Of course, none of the residents had ever ended up murdered before. Still, I wondered how Ralph would feel knowing his life had been reduced to a situation impacting occupancy ratios.

Yvette stomped past me. “As you’re all aware, with the arrival of March comes your annual performance evaluations. However, the owners are talking about curtailing any bonuses unless we can reverse this vacancy trend and start maintaining full capacity.”

Kate sat up straighter. “We’re not getting our bonuses this year?”

“Nothing’s been decided for sure yet,” Yvette replied. “But as long as the owners remain unhappy, the bonuses are in jeopardy.”

A spark of indignation flamed in my belly. Judging by the taut set of Sebastian’s shoulders and Kate’s screwed-up face, the possibility of the owners using Ralph’s murder as an excuse not to dole out what we’d been promised wasn’t sitting well with my coworkers either.

I gripped the edges of my chair, trying to quell my building panic. I had been counting on the financial boost to catch up on some of the loan payments I had recently defaulted on. Through tacit understanding, I knew Caleb expected me to get my debt under control before the wedding. He’d boasted about his perfect credit score more than once during our past eleven months as a couple. And despite never outright admitting to viewing me as fiscally irresponsible, whenever we talked about money I could feel the condescending vibes flowing from his body.

“Of course, our first order of business is to keep the Ralph situation under control,” Yvette continued. “We don’t need anyone using this as an excuse to move out. That would only exacerbate our problem. To that end, I’ve deterred the police from talking to the residents until they have a chance to hear about Mr. Ralph’s demise from a friendly face.”

“That would be you?” Kate inquired. 

Yvette glowered at her, but I couldn’t blame her for asking. Taking in Yvette’s pinched cheeks and bloodless lips, I didn’t think she could break the news any gentler than the brash Detective Scott could.

“I passed the police on my way over here,” Sebastian interjected. “I take it they’re on-site because of Mr. Ralph.”

Yvette nodded. “I finished briefing them five minutes ago.”

From the way she talked, anyone would think she had assumed the lead role in the investigation. I could only imagine Detective Scott’s sour reaction if he heard her now.

Yvette turned on her heel and started moving to the other side of the room. “I stalled the officers by granting them permission to search the common areas before they start interrogating the residents. That will give me time to inform everyone of our situation during dinner tonight. We obviously can’t ignore the fact that Mr. Ralph was murdered, but we can relay the information in a way that takes the spotlight off the Village.” She looked at each of us in turn. “That’s where you all come in.”

“What can we do?” I asked, bracing myself. Her responses to situations didn’t typically involve welcome assignments.

“I need everyone in here to be extra cheerful in the coming days,” Yvette said, sweeping an index finger around the room. “That means bright smiles on all your faces and lots of laughter.”

“Won’t that make us seem callous, given what just happened to Mr. Ralph?” I asked.

Yvette shook her head. “We need to get people’s minds off that by projecting the Village as a happy place.” A scowl developed on her face. “We don’t want them thinking they live in a place where people end up murdered. We can’t have any more residents threatening to relocate to the Clamshell Cabana.”

“The Clamshell Cabana?” Kate piped up.

“It’s a retirement home fifteen miles north of here, in Sarasota,” Yvette told her. “They’re offering huge move-in incentives.”

I wondered how many of the Cabana residents ended up murdered on any given day. I was betting none.

Paul stuck his hand up just enough to be seen.

Yvette stopped pacing. “What?”

He stood up, his knees knocking together. “Do you think we’re safe?”

Yvette clamped her hands on her hips. “What are you talking about?”

Paul bit his lip as his eyes darted around to the rest of us. “Maybe there’s a serial killer in White Sands.”

“A serial killer?” Yvette said. “That’s crazy. Only one person has been killed. That’s hardly reason for alarm.”

“What about Ms. Trudy?” Paul asked.

“Trudy Pratchett had a heart attack,” Yvette said, dispelling a short breath. “She has nothing to do with this situation.”

“But what if Mr. Ralph was just the start?” Paul twisted his fingers together. “One of us could be next.”

Yvette squinted at him. “Paul, have you been taking your medications?”

“Yes, ma’am. I couldn’t survive my shift without them.” From anyone else I would interpret the reply as sarcastic, but Paul didn’t have a deceptive bone in his body.

“Then double your dosage!” Yvette barked, spinning back around.

I felt a pinch of sympathy for Paul as he slunk back into his seat.

“I don’t want any talk of serial killers,” Yvette said. “That’s even worse than discussing Mr. Ralph’s murder! And with the spring mingle coming up on Saturday, we need everyone focused on that and how the Village is a great place to live.”

“What about delaying the mingle until next month?”

“What? Who said that?” Yvette pivoted around, her eyes darkening when they locked on to Sebastian’s upraised hand. “Delaying the mingle would be akin to admitting we killed Mr. Ralph ourselves.”

“Some people might consider it insensitive to have a party the weekend after one of the residents is murdered,” Sebastian countered.

Yvette shook her head as violently as if trying to eject an earwig. “The last thing we want to do is postpone. We need this mingle to remind everyone of how the Village embraces fun and good times. Please, no more ridiculous suggestions!” 

Sebastian shrugged. Today he had braided his long hair into dreadlocks, and the gesture launched a melody of clinking beads. I wasn’t sure if he had adopted the new hairstyle to honor his Caribbean culture, as a crafts project, or to help take his mind off of his girlfriend’s sudden move to Alaska last week.

Yvette started walking again. “We need to concentrate on damage control, people. We need this mingle to distract everyone from the murder. We need the residents to associate the Village with parties and dancing and life, not death.”

“Isn’t this the third resident who’s died since January?” Kate asked.

“Yes, but two of those were from natural causes,” Yvette shouted. “It’s hard enough to fill vacancies when potential applicants hear the last occupant perished from heart failure. Can you imagine the situation we’ll have trying to rent out a unit that once housed a murder victim?” She pursed her lips. “I’m just thankful Mr. Ralph didn’t die in his actual unit. Still, he clearly didn’t know what a huge problem he would be creating when he went and got himself murdered.”

“Selfish sod,” Kate mumbled.

Yvette reached the wall and executed a 180-degree turn. “Until the police have someone in custody, our best course of action is to remind everyone that this situation occurred independently of the Village. We don’t want people thinking we’re liable.”

“We aren’t liable, are we?” Paul said, his eyes widening.

“Of course we’re not liable!” Yvette snapped. “But we have to make the residents aware of that.”

I was pretty sure the residents could think for themselves. After all, they were retired, not stupid. But Yvette preferred to believe that nobody could form a coherent thought without her input, residents and employees—and, apparently, police detectives—included.

“Maybe we ought to circulate a memo,” Paul suggested. “We can tell everybody how we had nothing to do with Mr. Ralph.”

Yvette whipped toward him so fast I grew dizzy watching her. “We absolutely will not do anything of the sort.”

Paul slid lower in his seat. I flashed him a smile, knowing he only wanted to help.

Yvette rotated narrowed eyes at each of us in turn. “The most important thing right now is to keep people’s minds on the spring mingle. During the next three days, if you hear a peep about Mr. Ralph divert the conversation to the mingle. Then on Saturday, I want to see everyone mixing with the residents and circulating goodwill.”

“I’m the chef,” Kate interjected. “I have to stay in the kitchen.”

Yvette pointed a finger in her direction. “Not during the mingle you don’t. Saturday you’re the face of the Village’s . . . commitment to culinary delights. Yes!” She bobbed her head, clearly pleased with herself. “You will be out on the floor like everyone else, talking about how the Village caters to all the residents’ dietary needs without compromising taste.”

Kate’s mouth thinned. “I burned through two tubs of butter when cooking up yesterday’s fried chicken. Do you know how many pounds make up an industrial tub?”

“You used heart-healthy margarine,” Yvette corrected.

“It wasn’t margarine, it was but—”

Yvette’s finger came back out. “And like I said, we’re committed to good taste. In fact, the residents all love your chicken, don’t they?”

“Yes,” Kate said slowly.

Yvette clapped her hands. “Then we’ll offer them chicken at the mingle Saturday!”

“We’re out of chicken,” Kate told her. “I used it up yesterday.”

“Then order some more. We want everyone to be thinking about chicken, not murder!”

“Any order I place now won’t arrive until Monday,” Kate argued. “And even if we had some, I don’t know when I’d find time to cook it if I’m out in the crowd telling everybody that the Village opposes murder.”

Yvette gasped. “No, no, no. We are not to talk about murder, not Mr. Ralph’s or anyone else’s. In fact, from here forward the word ‘murder’ doesn’t exist in our vocabulary. Is that understood?”

Kate folded her arms across her chest. “You just explained how we have to spread the word about not being liable for Mr. Ralph’s murder. How do we do that if we can’t even say ‘murder’?”

“No.” Yvette punctuated the word with a shake of her finger. The gesture sent her bun wobbling in reproof. “What I said was we all need to be spreading cheer, reminding the residents of all the positive reasons to live here. We most definitely do not want to bring up the murder.” She aimed her finger at Paul. “Or serial killers! Murder and killers have. No. Place. In. The. Village.” She punctuated each word with a perpendicular chop of one hand into the palm of the other.

Kate’s lips peeled back from her teeth. I had a feeling she was envisioning one more murder occurring before Saturday’s mingle, only this time a resident wouldn’t be the unfortunate victim.

“And you’ll just have to cook the chicken before the mingle starts so you can socialize during the actual event,” Yvette continued, turning back toward Kate. “Order from KFC if you have to. No one will notice the difference.”

Kate reared back as though she’d been slapped. I winced on her behalf. I knew full well how much she valued her culinary degree and how insulting she would find the comparison of her hand-battered chicken to anything manufactured at a fast-food joint.

“I don’t care what you have to do, but I better see chicken on Saturday,” Yvette said. “And from now until the Ralph situation is resolved, the rest of you are ambassadors of cheer. Got it?”
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I dreaded the approach of the five o’clock dinner hour. As much as I wanted work to distract me from Ralph’s death, going through pre-dinner preparations hadn’t helped. I knew the residents wouldn’t want to talk about anything but their dead neighbor, and, contrary to Yvette’s delusional wishes, I didn’t possess the superpowers necessary to curtail any curious musings. A suspicious death ranked as the most exciting thing to happen at the Village since a bee flew up one of the residents’ dresses six months ago.

Plus, I had to admit I was growing more curious about Ralph myself. He’d always struck me as cheerful and pleasant. Who would have wanted to kill him?

Although Yvette had given us strict orders to deter any Ralph discussions, secretly I was looking forward to finding out what the residents had to say about him. I figured most people would have heard about his fate by the start of dinner, despite Yvette’s desire to personally break the news. With the two detectives tromping through the building—poking in every single trash receptacle, nook, and crevice with their bulky latex gloves—only the legally blind could have missed them. Many of the residents suffered from deteriorating eyesight, but they weren’t that bad off.

Every once in a while I’d catch my own glimpse of Detective Scott and his redheaded partner walking through the corridor. I half expected Scott to veer in my direction during
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